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High levels of economic inequality are associated with numerous negative individual and 

societal consequences, and people prefer less of it. Opposition to redistributive policies designed 

to reduce inequality (e.g., taxing the rich to assist the poor), however, remains persistent. In this 

research, we propose a simple intervention to boost support for such policies. Specifically, we 

suggest that describing inequality between babies (in rich or poor homes) makes unequal 

opportunities more salient than describing inequality between adults. Because unequal 

opportunities are more difficult to rationalize than unequal outcomes, this results in a shift away 

from individualistic attributions and towards structural attributions for inequality. Critically, 

structural problems require structural solutions (e.g., redistributive efforts). We test this account 

across five preregistered studies (N = 5,800), spanning various presentation modalities (e.g., 

visual depictions, written descriptions), demographics (e.g., race, gender), inequality-reducing 

policies (e.g., taxation, food stamps), and a consequential choice underscoring implications for 

donation behavior. 

 

Keywords: inequality; redistribution; public policy; individual vs. structural attributions  
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Highlighting Opportunities (Versus Outcomes) Increases Support for Economic 

Redistribution 

 

Economic inequality is a major issue in the United States (Horowitz et al., 2020; Saez & 

Zucman, 2016) and around the world (Atkinson et al., 2011; Milanovic, 2016; Piketty, 2014). 

Five percent of Americans control more than two-thirds of the country’s wealth, while the 

bottom half owns less than one percent (Wolff, 2017). Globally, over the past three decades, the 

top 1% have captured 38% of all wealth growth, compared with just 2% for the bottom 50% 

(Chancel et al., 2022).  

High levels of inequality have been associated with numerous negative outcomes, 

including poorer mental health (Andrés, 2005; Burns et al., 2014; Messias et al., 2011; Sommet 

et al., 2018), worsened physical health (Elgar et al., 2005; Henderson et al., 2004; Pickett et al., 

2005; Pickett & Wilkinson, 2015), and unhappiness in developed countries (Oishi et al., 2011; 

Oishi & Kesebir, 2015), though some evidence questions the strength and direction of these 

associations in developing countries (Karlsson et al., 2010; Ngamaba et al., 2018). At the societal 

level, unequal areas tend to suffer from higher crime rates (Choe, 2008; Hsieh & Pugh, 1993; 

Kelly, 2000; Western et al., 2006), lower trust and support (Côté et al., 2015; Delhey & 

Dragolov, 2014; Jachimowicz et al., 2020; Kawachi et al., 1997), and slower economic growth 

(Auclert & Rognlie, 2018; Carvalho & Rezai, 2016; Easterly, 2007; Persson & Tabellini, 1994). 

Surveys in both developed and developing countries indicate people prefer less income 

inequality (Kiatpongsan & Norton, 2014), yet opposition to policies intended to reduce 

inequality (e.g., progressively taxing the rich to assist the poor) remains persistent (Bartels, 2005; 

Chow & Galak, 2012). How, then, might policymakers and organizations committed to reducing 
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inequality boost support for redistributive efforts that could narrow the gap between the haves 

and the have-nots? 

In this research, we propose and test a simple intervention for achieving this goal. 

Specifically, we suggest that describing inequality between babies—who lack the agency and 

autonomy to bear responsibility for their own outcomes—systematically increases support for 

redistributive efforts more than describing similar levels of inequality between adults. We 

explain that this is because highlighting inequality between babies makes salient unequal 

opportunities, whereas highlighting similar levels of inequality between adults makes salient 

unequal outcomes. And because economic opportunities at birth are strongly predictive of 

economic outcomes later in life (Chetty et al., 2014; Chetty & Hendren, 2018; Mitnik et al., 

2015), inequality in opportunities is ultimately a meaningful predictor of inequality in outcomes. 

The distinction between opportunities and outcomes reflects different potential 

attributions for wealth and poverty. When considering financial outcomes—like being rich or 

poor—people tend to attribute wealth and poverty to an individual’s prior actions (Bullock et al., 

2003; Furnham, 1983; Kluegel & Smith, 1986; Piff et al., 2018; Rowlingson & Connor, 2011). 

Such reasoning suggests people are personally responsible for their financial state (Feather, 

1992, 1999; Kluegel & Smith, 1986). Though these attributional tendencies are culturally 

dependent (see General Discussion), beliefs that “people get what they deserve” develop early in 

life and can be hard to change (Callan et al., 2006; Lerner, 1977, 1980; Lerner & Miller, 1978). 

Consequently, people may be apprehensive about redistribution when they believe others are 

personally responsible for their financial outcomes.  
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However, each generation’s outcomes create the next generation’s opportunities. What if 

economic inequality were instead evaluated at the beginning of life—would people still make 

individualistic attributions for inequality?  

The intervention we propose hinges on this insight, relying on the intuition that it is 

difficult to attribute individual credit or blame to babies, who are just beginning their lives, as 

compared to adults. As a result, when considering inequality between babies (relative to adults), 

people might be less willing to assign individual credit or blame and more willing to consider 

external, structural explanations (e.g., those implicating institutions, norms, policies, and 

socioeconomic factors). This heightened focus on structural issues could then underscore the 

need for structural solutions. As such, any shift away from individualistic attributions and 

towards structural attributions should coincide with increased support for redistributive policies 

(i.e., structural solutions) intended to reduce inequality. 

Prior research has documented a link between the shift from internal (individualistic) to 

external (structural) attributions and support for redistribution (Chow & Galak, 2012; 

Ordabayeva & Fernandes, 2017; Piff et al., 2020). We advance this literature by proposing a 

novel, low-involvement intervention that reliably prompts this shift. It reflects a cheap, simple, 

and reliable method of increasing support for policies that redistribute resources from the rich to 

the poor—one that could be implemented by both policymakers and nonprofits alike (see 

General Discussion).  

 In summary, we propose that describing inequality between babies (i.e., making salient 

inequality of opportunity) as opposed to describing inequality between adults (i.e., making 

salient inequality of outcomes) increases support for redistributive policies. We further propose 

that this effect will be accompanied by movement away from individualistic attributions and 
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towards structural attributions for inequality. This reasoning leads us to propose the following 

hypotheses.  

 

Hypothesis 1: Describing inequality between babies (vs. adults) increases support for 

redistributive policies. 

 

Hypothesis 2: The effect is associated with a shift away from individualistic attributions 

and towards structural attributions for inequality.   

 

We test these hypotheses in five preregistered studies (N = 5,800; Table 1). Studies 1, 2a, 

and 2b test hypothesis 1 across different presentation modalities, personal characteristics, and 

inequality-reducing policies. Study 3 tests hypothesis 2, providing corroborating evidence for our 

account by highlighting changes in attributions for inequality. Study 4 highlights implications for 

donation behavior using an incentive-compatible design. The main findings of each study are 

summarized in Table 1. 

Transparency and Openness 

All studies were preregistered, and data were collected on Prolific Academic and 

Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) with American participants (see General Discussion). All 

studies (including three supplementary studies) targeted sample sizes sufficient to detect a 

standardized effect size of Cohen’s d = 0.20 with between 80% (approximately N = 800) and 

90% (approximately N = 1,050) power. Study 1 (N = 1,987) used a larger sample to test an 

interaction. Data were analyzed using R (version 4.3.1). All data, stimuli, code, preregistrations, 

and additional studies are publicly available at 

https://researchbox.org/581&PEER_REVIEW_passcode=LOQRCL. 

 

https://researchbox.org/581&PEER_REVIEW_passcode=LOQRCL
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Table 1 

 

Overview of studies 

 
      

   Support for redistributive policies   

Study N Main finding(s) 

Inequality 

described as 

between babies 

Inequality 

described as 

between adults 

Test 

statistic 

Effect 

size 

       

1 1,987 

 

When inequality was described and depicted 

visually between babies, as opposed to 

between adults, participants expressed 

greater support for redistributive policies to 

make those groups more equal  

M = 5.23 

(SD = 1.75) 

M = 4.94 

(SD = 1.91) 

t(1985) = 3.52 

p < .001 

d = 0.16 

       

2a 806 When inequality was described between 

babies, as opposed to between adults, 

participants expressed greater support for 

redistributive policies to make those 

individuals more equal 

M = 4.92 

(SD = 1.80) 

M = 4.41 

(SD = 1.87) 

t(804) = 3.94 

p < .001 

d = 0.28 

   

When inequality was described between 

babies, as opposed to between adults, 

participants expressed greater support for 

tax-funded redistributive policies to make all 

people more equal 

 

M = 4.92 

(SD = 1.86) 

 

M = 4.61 

(SD = 1.86) 

 

t(804) = 2.37 

p = .018 

 

d = 0.17 

       

2b 1,000 When inequality was described between 

babies, as opposed to between adults, 

participants expressed greater support for 

extending food stamp benefits 

M = 5.98 

(SD = 1.46) 

M = 5.60 

(SD = 1.56) 

t(998) = 3.94 

p < .001 

d = 0.25 

       

3 997 Replication of Study 2a, additionally 

revealing that when inequality was described 

between babies, as opposed to between 

adults, participants were less likely to make 

individualistic attributions for inequality 

M = 4.94 

(SD = 1.82) 

M = 4.51 

(SD = 1.88) 

t(995) = 3.63 

p < .001 

d = 0.23 

       

4 1,010 When inequality was described between 

babies, as opposed to between adults, 

participants were more willing to forgo a 

modest chance to receive a (real) smaller 

bonus for the self in exchange for making a 

(real) larger donation to a nonprofit 

committed to reducing economic inequality 

39% 28% χ2(1) = 13.53 

p < .001 
 = 0.12 
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Study 1: Inequality Between Babies Versus Between Adults (Depicted Visually) 

In Study 1, participants viewed photographs of groups of either babies or adults. We 

intended for this presentation style to resemble how people commonly encounter inequality in 

their own lives: as the faces of strangers who may be rich or poor, but about whom little else is 

known. 

Method 

We recruited 1,994 participants from Prolific for Study 1. 

We aggregated photographs of babies and adults using publicly available images.1 

Participants were randomly assigned to an inequality condition in which they saw photographs of 

either babies or adults. One set of four photographs portrayed people with family household 

income in the bottom 10%, while the other set of four photographs portrayed people with family 

household income in the top 10% (Figure 1). From the set of eight possible photographs of 

babies or adults, we randomized the groupings and orderings of photographs across participants.  

Prior research suggests racial majority groups may express greater support for welfare 

policies when considering the financial needs of their racial ingroup, as opposed to racial 

outgroups (Brown-Iannuzzi et al., 2019, 2021). Thus, it seems possible that the proposed effect 

might be moderated by race. To explore this possibility, we manipulated race in the sets of 

photographs as a between-subjects factor. Specifically, participants saw photographs of either 

Black or White faces (Figure 1).  

 
1 Adult photos were AI-generated through www.thispersondoesnotexist.com and https://generated.photos. Baby 

photos were sourced from Creative Commons libraries.  

http://www.thispersondoesnotexist.com/
https://generated.photos/
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Figure 1 

 

Study 1 stimuli 

 

 Inequality between babies Inequality between adults 
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Note: Participants were randomly assigned across a 2 (inequality condition: babies vs. adults) × 2 

(race: Black vs. White) between-participants design. Each cell depicts an example of the visual 

stimuli, though the ordering of these images was randomized for each participant.  

 

After reviewing each photo essay, participants expressed their agreement with the 

following statement: “I would support a policy to make these two groups of people more 

financially equal” (1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree).  

Results and Discussion 

We excluded three responses linked to participant identifiers associated with a prior 

response (i.e., duplicate participation) and four participants who experienced image-loading 

errors. These exclusions resulted in a sample of 1,987 observations (Mage = 41.37, 44% female). 

None of the exclusions in this study or other studies substantively or significantly alter the 

interpretation of results. 
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Consistent with hypothesis 1, a two-way ANOVA revealed a main effect of inequality 

condition, F(1, 1983) = 12.52, p < .001, 𝜂𝑝
2 = .006, such that participants expressed greater 

support for a policy to reduce inequality among babies (M = 5.23, SD = 1.75) than among adults 

(M = 4.94, SD = 1.91).2 There was also a main effect of race, F(1, 1983) = 16.84, p < .001, 𝜂𝑝
2 = 

.008, with greater support for a policy to reduce inequality for White recipients (M = 5.25, SD = 

1.75) than for Black recipients (M = 4.91, SD = 1.90). These main effects were qualified by a 

two-way interaction, F(1, 1983) = 5.60, p = .018, 𝜂𝑝
2 = .003, such that the simple effect of 

condition was larger for White recipients (Mbabies = 5.49, SDbabies = 1.60 vs. Madults = 5.01, SDadults 

= 1.87), t(1983) = 4.19, p < .001, d = 0.26, than for Black recipients (Mbabies = 4.96, SDbabies = 

1.86 vs. Madults = 4.87, SDadults = 1.95), t(1983) = 0.83, p = .409, d = 0.05.  

 These initial results provide evidence for hypothesis 1. When inequality was described 

and depicted visually between babies, as opposed to between adults, participants expressed 

greater support for redistributive policies to make those groups more equal. This main effect was 

qualified by race, reflecting a potential moderator (see General Discussion).3  

One concern with the current design is whether visual depictions of inequality may cue 

people to respond to the perceived cuteness of babies (Berry & McArthur, 1985; Lishner et al., 

2008). Therefore, we move beyond visual depictions of inequality in the remaining studies.  

Studies 2a–b: Inequality Between Babies Versus Between Adults (Described Non-Visually) 

Studies 2a–b test hypothesis 1 using written—rather than visual—descriptions. Beyond 

this change in presentation modality, Studies 2a–b seek to generalize the effect in several ways. 

 
2 We preregistered a t-test to compare the dependent measure between conditions along with a secondary analysis of 

the full 2 × 2 factorial design. Because of the significant interaction, we present the two-way ANOVA, noting the 

statistical and substantive conclusions of the t-test (t(1985) = 3.52, p < .001, d = 0.16) are consistent with the 

reported main effect.  
3 We conceptually replicate the main effect of inequality condition in two supplemental studies, but do not replicate 

the interaction between inequality condition and race in a third supplemental study (available on ResearchBox). 
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First, whereas Study 1 focused on groups, Studies 2a–b focus on individuals. Second, we 

separately test descriptions of males (Study 2a) and females (Study 2b). Third, we consider 

infants (Study 2a) and toddlers (Study 2b). Fourth, we measure support for different types of 

policies designed to address economic inequality: tax-funded redistribution (Study 2a) and 

government food assistance programs (Study 2b). 

Method 

Participants 

 We recruited 806 and 1,000 participants from MTurk for studies 2a and 2b, respectively.  

Procedure 

In both studies, participants were randomly assigned an inequality condition (babies vs. 

adults). Babies were described as infants (Study 2a) or toddlers (Study 2b). Adults were 

described as 35 years old. In each condition, we described two fictional people (one 

economically advantaged, the other economically disadvantaged). 

Study 2a. In Study 2a, “Michael” and “Robert” (counterbalanced) were described as 

either five-month-old babies or 35-year-old adults. One came from a rich home (top 10% of 

income), the other from a poor home (bottom 10% of income). We furnished additional details 

about each respective household’s education, income, and neighborhood (Table 2).  

We first asked participants to evaluate a redistributive policy that was specific to 

Michael/Robert: “I would support a policy to make these two people more financially equal” (1 

= Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree). We then asked participants to evaluate a more general 

tax-funded redistributive policy: “Government policies can provide support for people with 

different opportunities and outcomes. Such programs can substantially improve the lives of 

people who have less. Funding for such programs, however, requires some people to pay more in 
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taxes. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement? I would support a 

policy to make all people more financially equal” (1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree).  

Table 2 

 

Descriptions of economic situations used in Study 2a 

 

Details about five-month-old Michael 

 

• Both of his parents have an advanced 

degree 

• The family’s household income is in the 

top 10% 

• He lives in a safe area with good schools  

 

Details about 35-year-old Michael 

 

• He has an advanced degree 

• His income is in the top 10% 

• He lives in a safe area with good schools 

Details about five-month-old Robert 

 

• Neither of his parents finished high school 

• The family’s household income is in the 

bottom 10% 

• He lives in a dangerous area with bad 

schools 

 

Details about 35-year-old Robert 

 

• He did not finish high school 

• His income is in the bottom 10% 

• He lives in a dangerous area with bad 

schools 

 

 

Note. Participants read about Michael and Robert, described as either five-month-old babies 

(left) or 35-year-old adults (right). These descriptions matched those in Study 2b, except for 

three changes. Gender was changed to female, names were changed to Mia and Olivia, and ages 

were listed as three years old or 35 years old. 

 

Study 2b. We used the household economic descriptions from Study 2a to describe 

inequality between Mia and Olivia in Study 2b (Table 2). Aside from gender differences implied 

by the names, the only other difference was that when describing inequality between babies, we 

referenced three-year-old toddlers (rather than five-month-old infants).  

We introduced a measure to capture support for another type of redistributive policy: 

government food assistance. Specifically, we asked: “To what extent would you support or 

oppose a policy to help people like Mia (Olivia) by extending pandemic food stamp benefits 

(providing an additional $82 per month)?” (1 = Strongly oppose; 7 = Strongly support).  



OPPORTUNITIES VERSUS OUTCOMES 

 

13 

 

Results  

A total of 806 participants (Mage = 39.05; 54% female) completed Study 2a and 1,000 

participants (Mage = 44.14; 56% female) completed Study 2b. All observations were included for 

analysis.  

Study 2a 

Participants expressed greater support for the redistributive policy that was specific to 

Michael/Robert as babies (M = 4.92, SD = 1.80), rather than adults (M = 4.41, SD = 1.87), t(804) 

= 3.94, p < .001, d = 0.28, conceptually replicating Study 1. Similarly, participants expressed 

greater support for the more general tax-funded redistributive policy in the babies inequality 

condition (M = 4.92, SD = 1.86) than in the adults inequality condition (M = 4.61, SD = 1.86), 

t(804) = 2.37, p = .018, d = 0.17. 

Study 2b 

Participants expressed greater support for extending food stamp benefits in the babies 

inequality condition (M = 5.98, SD = 1.46) than in the adults inequality condition (M = 5.60, SD 

= 1.56), t(998) = 3.94, p < .001, d = 0.25.  

Discussion 

 Studies 2a–b build on the results of Study 1 in several ways. First, they extend the 

intervention to considerations of individuals (in addition to considerations of groups in Study 1). 

Second, they bolster the generalizability of the intervention by considering an explicitly tax-

funded redistributive policy (Study 2a) and a specific food assistance program (Study 2b). Third, 

they demonstrate the intervention is not dependent on visual depictions of inequality.  
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Study 3: Attributions for Inequality 

We designed Study 3 to test whether the effect corresponds to shifting attributions for 

inequality. Specifically, we predicted that describing inequality as between babies (vs. adults) 

would decrease individualistic attributions and increase structural attributions for inequality, 

coinciding with greater support for redistributive policies. 

Method 

A total of 1,002 participants were recruited from MTurk to complete Study 3, which was  

similar to Study 2a, with two exceptions. First, we measured support for redistributive policy 

with a single item: “I would support a policy to make these two people more financially equal” 

(1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree). Second, we subsequently measured both 

individualistic and structural attributions for inequality. Specifically, participants read: “There 

are clear differences between the economic circumstances of Michael and Robert. Please indicate 

the extent to which you believe each of the following is an important reason for why Robert 

(Michael) is financially worse-off, compared to Michael (Robert).” Participants then evaluated 

four different explanations, drawn from prior work (Bullock et al., 2003). Two described 

individualistic attributions (“a lack of motivation and laziness” and “a lack of intelligence”), and 

two described structural attributions (“structural inequities that don’t give all people an equal 

chance” and “the failure of society to provide good schools”). Participants responded to each 

statement (1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree) in random order. 
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Results and Discussion 

 We removed five participants who had missing responses for key variables, resulting in a 

sample of 997 complete responses (Mage = 40.99; 52% female).  

To test hypothesis 1, we considered the effect of inequality condition on support for a 

policy to reduce inequality. Directly replicating Study 2a, participants expressed greater support 

for the redistributive policy when considering babies (M = 4.94, SD = 1.82), rather than adults 

(M = 4.51, SD = 1.88), t(995) = 3.63, p < .001, d = 0.23.  

To test hypothesis 2, we considered whether describing inequality between babies versus 

adults is associated with shifts in attributions for inequality. We first collapsed the four 

attribution questions into two separate measures of individualistic and structural attributions 

(rindividualistic = 0.69; rstructural = 0.66). We then examined the set of zero-order correlations between 

the inequality condition (dummy-coded: babies = 1, adults = 0), individualistic attributions, 

structural attributions, and support for inequality-reducing policies (Table 3).4  

The pattern of results is consistent with hypothesis 2. Describing inequality between 

babies was negatively associated with individualistic attributions, r = –0.23, p < .001, and 

positively (though not significantly) associated with structural attributions, r = 0.06, p = .071. 

We note that the manipulation was more strongly related to individualistic attributions (r = –

0.23) than to structural attributions (r = 0.06), t(993) = 5.39, p < .001. Meanwhile, support for the 

redistributive policy was negatively associated with individualistic attributions, r = –0.47, p < 

.001 and positively associated with structural attributions, r = 0.66, p < .001. Here, we note that 

support for the redistributive policy was more strongly related to structural attributions (r = 0.66) 

than to individualistic attributions (r = –0.47), t(993) = 7.85, p < .001. This highlights a potential 

 
4 We computed point-biserial correlations, given the dichotomous inequality condition and continuous measures for 

individualistic attributions, structural attributions, and support for inequality-reducing policies.   
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asymmetry: Our intervention is most strongly related to individualistic attributions, while support 

for redistributive policy is most strongly related to structural attributions (see General Discussion 

for additional implications). 

Table 3 

 

Zero-order correlations between measures in Study 3 

 

 Inequality 

Condition 

(babies = 1, 

adults = 0) 

Individualistic 

Attributions 

Structural 

Attributions 

Support for 

Redistributive 

Policy 

     

Inequality Condition  

(babies = 1, adults = 0) 

— –0.23*** 0.06+ 0.11*** 

Individualistic Attributions 
 

 — –0.46*** –0.47*** 

Structural Attributions   — 0.66*** 

 

Support for Redistributive Policy    — 

 

 

Note: +p < .10, ***p < .001. Coefficients involving the inequality condition (dichotomous) 

reflect point-biserial correlation coefficients. All other correlations reflect Pearson correlation 

coefficients.  

 

To better understand these relationships, we consider a preregistered mediation model in 

which inequality condition (dummy-coded: babies = 1, adults = 0) is simultaneously associated 

with both types of attributions and with policy support. This allows us to further clarify the 

relationships between variables beyond the zero-order correlations (i.e., estimating one 

attribution pathway while controlling for the other).   

First, we observed significant associations between individualistic attributions (bi = –

0.24, se = 0.03), z = –7.45, p < .001, and structural attributions (bs = 0.73, se = 0.03), z = 21.92, p 

< .001, on support for redistribution. A bootstrapped mediation analysis using the sem() function 

from the lavaan package in R (with 5,000 resamples; Preacher & Hayes, 2004) identified a 

significant indirect pathway through individualistic attributions (aibi = 0.17, CI 95% = [0.11, 
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0.23]) and a nonsignificant indirect pathway through structural attributions (asbs = 0.12, CI 95% 

= [–0.01, 0.25]). The full set of estimates is provided in Figure 2.  

Figure 2 

 

Study 3 statistical mediation model path diagram 

 
Note: +p < .10, ***p < .001. Individualistic and structural attributions modeled as simultaneous 

mediators.   

 

Though we caution that statistical mediation is not sufficient for establishing a causal 

pathway (Danner et al., 2015; Fiedler et al., 2011; Jacoby & Sassenberg, 2011), the patterns 

observed in Study 3 are consistent with shifts in attributions for inequality (hypothesis 2). With 

multiple demonstrations of the basic effect and corroborating evidence for our proposed process, 

we examine a downstream consequence in our final study. 

Study 4: Implications for Donation Behavior 

In Study 4, we presented participants with a consequential choice. We predicted that 

describing inequality between babies (vs. adults) would increase willingness to forgo a modest 

chance to receive a (real) smaller bonus in exchange for making a (real) larger donation to a 

nonprofit committed to reducing economic inequality.  
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Method 

A total of 1,010 participants were recruited from MTurk for Study 4, which was similar 

to Study 2a, with one exception. Rather than measuring support for redistributive policies, we 

presented participants with a consequential choice. Specifically, after reviewing information 

about Michael and Robert (who were five-month-old babies or 35-year-old adults), participants 

learned they would have a chance to win a real bonus. They chose between a $10 payment 

credited to their MTurk account or a $100 donation to a nonprofit committed to reducing 

economic inequality (Jobs for the Future; https://jff.org). They selected: “pay me $10 and donate 

$0 to reduce financial inequality” or “pay me $0 and donate $100 to reduce financial inequality.” 

We randomly selected a winner, who decided to take the $10 bonus. 

Results and Discussion 

 All 1,010 participants were included in our analysis (Mage = 39.81; 50% female). 

Participants were more likely to make the $100 donation (if they were selected as the 

winner) in the babies inequality condition (199/506; 39%) than in the adults inequality condition 

(143/504; 28%), χ2(1) = 13.53, p < .001,  = 0.12.  

This final study reveals that a subtle distinction in how inequality is merely described, as 

either between babies or adults, can affect a downstream choice. This result lends support to the 

potential real-world impact of our findings. 

General Discussion  

Economic inequality—measured in terms of income or wealth—is near historic levels in 

the United States and around the world (Atkinson et al., 2011; Horowitz et al., 2020; Milanović, 

2016; Piketty, 2014; Saez & Zucman, 2016). In this research, we proposed and tested an 

intervention to boost support for redistributive policies to make people more equal. Specifically, 

https://jff.org/
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we found that describing inequality at the beginning of life (between babies) versus in the middle 

of life (between adults) increased not only endorsement of various forms of redistribution, but 

also willingness to make an actual donation to an inequality-reducing cause. And consistent with 

our conceptualization, these effects coincided with a shift in beliefs about the underlying 

explanations for inequality (i.e., attributions).  

Theoretical Implications and Limitations  

An open question for future research is whether salience of inequality in opportunity, 

along with the resulting shift in underlying attributions, would trigger egalitarian responses more 

broadly, or if they are specific to the focal depiction or description of inequality. For example, in 

Study 2a, we observed the intervention boosted support for both a redistributive policy specific 

to two individuals (Michael/Robert) and a more general tax-funded redistributive policy. In 

Study 2b, the intervention increased support for extending food assistance programs. Would 

similar effects be obtained for any class of redistributive policy, however concrete or abstract, 

designed to reduce inequality? Future research could further probe and define these boundaries.  

Our results also suggest nuanced relationships between the intervention, individualistic 

and structural attributions for inequality, and support for redistribution. Consider the asymmetry 

noted in Study 3: the intervention was most strongly associated with a shift in individualistic 

attributions, while policy support was most strongly associated with structural attributions. Given 

this asymmetry, future research might prioritize ways to further shift structural attributions. Of 

course, the most effective intervention would be one that directly manipulates both 

individualistic and structural attributions (e.g., underscoring blamelessness of babies, toddlers, 

and children and highlighting broader economic and social inequalities).  
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Additionally, the results of Study 1 suggest the effectiveness of our intervention may also 

depend on race—not only of those depicted or described as financially unequal, but also of those 

evaluating potential solutions. Specifically, in Study 1, the effect was moderated by whether 

participants reviewed photographs of Black or White faces. Notably, the Prolific and MTurk 

subject pools used for our experiments are predominately White (70-80% are White; Douglas et 

al., 2023), and past work finds that racial majority groups are more likely to support welfare 

policies for their racial ingroup (Brown-Iannuzzi et al., 2019, 2021). However, we did not 

replicate this interaction in a preregistered supplemental study drawn from a similar population 

(i.e., MTurk; see Footnote 3). Additional research is needed to understand the reliability of any 

potential effects of race, and how to overcome any racial biases or stereotypes that may reduce 

the efficacy of this intervention.   

Future research might also explore moderation by political orientation, which seems a 

natural extension of this work. For example, past literature suggests liberals tend to assume that 

the rich gain at the expense of the poor (i.e., zero-sum thinking), while conservatives tend not to 

assume the economic success of rich and poor are mutually exclusive (Davidai & Ongis, 2019). 

Conservatives, who rely more on individualistic attributions (Bobbio et al., 2010; Zucker & 

Weiner, 1993), may be especially swayed by depictions and descriptions of inequality among 

babies—though we note that even within political groups there remains meaningful variation in 

endorsement of such beliefs (Horowitz et al., 2020).  

We acknowledge two important caveats for interpreting our results. First, in Study 4, 

participants faced a small probability of realizing a consequential outcome (i.e., we exercised the 

actual choice of one randomly selected participant). Follow-up work could replicate this finding 

in a large-scale, incentive-compatible field study and potentially capture sensitivity to the 
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magnitude of the self-other trade-off (e.g., we tested only $10 for the self vs. $100 for the 

charity).  

Second, our studies sampled exclusively from American participants on both Prolific and 

MTurk. Generalizability beyond the United States (and other western cultures) represents a 

broader challenge for research in psychology (Thalmayer et al., 2021). This is especially relevant 

given our focus on attributions for inequality, which are culturally dependent. For example, East 

Asians tend to attribute behavior more to collective as opposed to individual dispositions (Menon 

et al., 1999; Oyserman et al., 2002). And belief in a just world—the notion that people get what 

they deserve (Lerner & Miller, 1978)—is not only consistent with individual attributions for 

inequality, but also varies across cultures (Furnham, 1993; Rubin & Peplau, 1975).  

These cross-cultural differences yield several opportunities for future research. For 

example, people who perceive a greater overlap between the self and others (i.e., interdependent 

self-construal; Markus & Kitayama, 1991) may be less sensitive to inequality of opportunity, as 

they may generally make fewer individualistic attributions for outcomes. Or consider that rates 

of economic mobility exhibit considerable variation around the world (Narayan et al., 2018). 

Research in other nations—particularly those with differing levels of income inequality and 

intergenerational mobility—may yield more nuanced patterns.    

Practical Implications and Implementation  

This research highlights a cheap, simple, and reliable method to boost support for 

redistributive efforts, complementing recent work exploring similar effects resulting from 

higher-involvement manipulations (e.g., writing exercises and computer-based poverty 

simulations; Piff et al., 2020).  
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Organizations committed to reducing inequality, therefore, might harness the simplicity 

of this intervention to recruit and reinforce public support for redistributive efforts. For example, 

our results suggest nonprofits should not only feature babies, toddlers, and children more 

prominently in their fundraising campaigns, but also emphasize their lack of responsibility for 

their outcomes. Relatedly, donors could be explicitly encouraged to think about how their 

individual outcomes in midlife connect to the structural opportunities they enjoyed early in life. 

People might thus be motivated to create more of those opportunities for the less fortunate 

through their prosocial actions.  

This research also suggests rhetorical insights for policymakers. For example, it may be 

more politically effective to promote baby bonds to pay for college, as opposed to student loan 

forgiveness for adults; criminal justice reforms could be reframed as restoring equal economic 

opportunities for the families of those incarcerated; or, when natural disasters like floods and 

fires destroy houses, reconstruction efforts might highlight children who lost their homes (and 

thus access to the opportunities enabled by a stable living environment), rather than property 

owners who lost their assets. In each case, the same policy goal might be better achieved by 

thinking creatively about how to shift attention from outcomes to opportunities.  

Finally, we expect that the basic insight underlying our findings could be leveraged more 

broadly, beyond just solutions for wealth and income inequality. For example, consider other 

outcomes that are not strictly financial (e.g., morbidity and mortality rates), which might also 

trace back to unequal opportunities relating to diet, exercise, and healthcare in early life; 

disparities in academic achievement may follow from disparities in academic access; business 

successes may follow from early-stage support. Thus, describing or depicting inequality at either 
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end of these spectrums (e.g., opportunities vs. outcomes) could help achieve a wide range of 

policy goals (e.g., healthcare, education, business).  

Conclusion 

People generally prefer to live in a society with less inequality (Kiatpongsan & Norton, 

2014). As noted, people report higher levels of mental health, physical health, and happiness 

when income inequality is low, and positive macroeconomic effects seem to follow. This 

research leverages insights from behavioral science to help increase support for redistributive 

efforts, with clear implications for improving societal welfare across generations.  

 

  



OPPORTUNITIES VERSUS OUTCOMES 

 

24 

 

References 

Andrés, A. R. (2005). Income inequality, unemployment and suicide: A panel data analysis of 15 

European countries. Applied Economics, 37(4), 439–451.  

Atkinson, A. B., Piketty, T., & Saez, E. (2011). Top incomes in the long run of history. Journal of 

Economic Literature, 49(1), 3–71.  

Auclert, A., & Rognlie, M. (2018). Inequality and aggregate demand (No. w24280). National. 

Bartels, L. M. (2005). Homer gets a tax cut: Public policy in the American mind. Perspectives on 

Politics, 3(1), 15–31. 

Berry, D. S., & McArthur, L. Z. (1985). Some components and consequences of a babyface. Journal 

of Personality and Social Psychology, 48(2), 312–323. 

Bobbio, A., Canova, L., & Manganelli, A. M. (2010). Conservative ideology, economic conservatism, 

and causal attributions for poverty and wealth. Current Psychology, 29(3), 222–234.  

Brown-Iannuzzi, J. L., Cooley, E., Marshburn, C. K., McKee, S. E., & Lei, R. F. (2021). Investigating 

the interplay between race, work ethic stereotypes, and attitudes toward welfare recipients and 

policies. Social Psychological and Personality Science, 12(7), 1155–1164.  

Brown-Iannuzzi, J. L., Cooley, E., McKee, S. E., & Hyden, C. (2019). Wealthy Whites and poor 

Blacks: Implicit associations between racial groups and wealth predict explicit opposition toward 

helping the poor. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 82, 26–34.  

Bullock, H. E., Williams, W. R., & Limbert, W. M. (2003). Predicting support for welfare policies: 

The impact of attributions and beliefs about inequality. Journal of Poverty, 7(3), 35–56.  

Burns, J. K., Tomita, A., & Kapadia, A. S. (2014). Income inequality and schizophrenia: Increased 

schizophrenia incidence in countries with high levels of income inequality. International Journal 

of Social Psychiatry, 60(2), 185–196.  



OPPORTUNITIES VERSUS OUTCOMES 

 

25 

 

Callan, M. J., Ellard, J. H., & Nicol, J. E. (2006). The belief in a just world and immanent justice 

reasoning in adults. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 32(12), 1646–1658.  

Carvalho, L., & Rezai, A. (2016). Personal income inequality and aggregate demand. Cambridge 

Journal of Economics, 40(2), 491–505.  

Chancel, L., Piketty, T., Saez, E., & Zucman, G. (Eds.). (2022). World inequality report 2022. 

Harvard University Press. 

Chetty, R., & Hendren, N. (2018). The impacts of neighborhoods on intergenerational mobility: 

Childhood exposure effects and county-level estimates. The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 

133(3), 1107–1162. 

Chetty, R., Hendren, N., Kline, P., & Saez, E. (2014). Where is the land of opportunity? The 

geography of intergenerational mobility in the United States. Quarterly Journal of Economics, 

129(4), 1553–1623.  

Choe, J. (2008). Income inequality and crime in the United States. Economics Letters, 101(1), 31–33.  

Chow, R. M., & Galak, J. (2012). The effect of inequality frames on support for redistributive tax 

policies. Psychological Science, 23(12), 1467–1469.  

Côté, S., House, J., & Willer, R. (2015). High economic inequality leads higher-income individuals to 

be less generous. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of 

America, 112(52), 15838–15843.  

Danner, D., Hagemann, D., & Fiedler, K. (2015). Mediation analysis with structural equation models: 

Combining theory, design, and statistics. European Journal of Social Psychology, 45(4), 460–

481.  

Davidai, S., & Ongis, M. (2019). The politics of zero-sum thinking: The relationship between political 

ideology and the belief that life is a zero-sum game. Sci. Adv, 5, 3761–3779.  



OPPORTUNITIES VERSUS OUTCOMES 

 

26 

 

Delhey, J., & Dragolov, G. (2014). Why inequality makes Europeans less happy: The role of distrust, 

status anxiety, and perceived conflict. European Sociological Review, 30(2), 151-165. 

Douglas, B. D., Ewell, P. J., & Brauer, M. (2023). Data quality in online human-subjects research: 

Comparisons between MTurk, Prolific, CloudResearch, Qualtrics, and SONA. Plos one, 18(3), 

e0279720. 

Easterly, W. (2007). Inequality does cause underdevelopment: Insights from a new instrument. 

Journal of Development Economics, 84(2), 755–776.  

Elgar, F. J., Roberts, C., Parry-Langdon, N., & Boyce, W. (2005). Income inequality and alcohol use: 

A multilevel analysis of drinking and drunkenness in adolescents in 34 countries. European 

Journal of Public Health, 15(3), 245–250.  

Feather, N. T. (1992). An attributional and value analysis of deservingness in success and failure 

situations. British Journal of Social Psychology, 31(2), 125–145.  

Feather, N. T. (1999). Values, Achievement, and Justice. Plenum. 

Fiedler, K., Schott, M., & Meiser, T. (2011). What mediation analysis can (not) do. Journal of 

Experimental Social Psychology, 47(6), 1231–1236.  

Furnham, A. (1983). Attributions for affluence. Personality and Individual Differences, 4, 31–40. 

Furnham, A. (1993). Just world beliefs in twelve societies. Journal of Social Psychology, 133(3), 

317–329.  

Henderson, C., Liu, X., Roux, A. V. D., Link, B. G., & Hasin, D. (2004). The effects of US state 

income inequality and alcohol policies on symptoms of depression and alcohol dependence. 

Social Science and Medicine, 58(3), 565–575.  

Horowitz, J. M., Igielnik, R., & Kochhar, R. (2020). Most Americans say there is too much economic 

inequality in the US, but fewer than half call it a top priority. Pew Research Center, 9. 



OPPORTUNITIES VERSUS OUTCOMES 

 

27 

 

Hsieh, C.-C., & Pugh, M. D. (1993). Poverty, income, inequality, and violent crime: a meta-analysis 

of recent aggregate data studies. Criminal Justice Review, 18(2), 182–202. 

Jachimowicz, J. M., Szaszi, B., Lukas, M., Smerdon, D., Prabhu, J., & Weber, E. U. (2020). Higher 

economic inequality intensifies the financial hardship of people living in poverty by fraying the 

community buffer. Nature Human Behaviour, 4(7), 702–712.  

Jacoby, J., & Sassenberg, K. (2011). Interactions do not only tell us when, but can also tell us how: 

Testing process hypotheses by interaction. European Journal of Social Psychology, 41(2), 180–

190.  

Karlsson, M., Nilsson, T., Lyttkens, C. H., & Leeson, G. (2010). Income inequality and health: 

Importance of a cross-country perspective. Social Science and Medicine, 70(6), 875–885.  

Kawachi, I., Kennedy, B. P., Lochner, K., & Prothrow-Stith, D. (1997). Social capital, income 

inequality, and mortality. American Journal of Public Health, 87(9), 1491–1498. 

Kelly, M. (2000). Inequality and crime. Review of Economics and Statistics, 82(4), 530–539.  

Kiatpongsan, S., & Norton, M. I. (2014). How much (more) should CEOs make? A universal desire 

for more equal pay. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 9(6), 587–593.  

Kluegel, J., & Smith, E. (1986). Beliefs about inequality: Americans’ views of what is and what ought 

to be. Aldine de Gruyter. 

Lerner, M. J. (1977). The justice motive: Some hypotheses as to its origins and forms. Journal of 

Personality, 45(1), 1–52. 

Lerner, M. J. (1980). The belief in a just world. In The belief in a just world (pp. 9–30). Springer. 

Lerner, M. J., & Miller, D. T. (1978). Just world research and the attribution process: Looking back 

and ahead. Psychological Bulletin, 85(5), 1030–1051. 

Lishner, D. A., Oceja, L. V., Stocks, E. L., & Zaspel, K. (2008). The effect of infant-like  



OPPORTUNITIES VERSUS OUTCOMES 

 

28 

 

characteristics on empathic concern for adults in need. Motivation and Emotion, 32(4),  

270–277. 

Markus, H. R., & Kitayama, S. (1991). Culture and the self: Implications for cognition, emotion, and 

motivation. Psychological Review, 98(2), 224–253.  

Menon, T., Morris, M. W., Chiu, C.-Y., & Hong, Y.-Y. (1999). Culture and the construal of agency: 

Attribution to individual versus group dispositions. Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology, 76(5), 701. 

Messias, E., Eaton, W. W., & Grooms, A. N. (2011). Income inequality and depression prevalence 

across the united states: an ecological study. Psychiatric Services, 62(7), 710–712. 

Milanović, B. (2016). Global inequality: A new approach for the age of globalization. Harvard 

University Press. 

Mitnik, P., Bryant, V., Weber, M., & Grusky, D. B. (2015). New estimates of intergenerational 

mobility using administrative data. Statistics of Income working paper. Washington: Internal 

Revenue Service. 

Narayan, A., van der Weide, R., Cojocaru, A., Lakner, C., Redaelli, S., Mahler, D. G., Ramasubbaiah, 

R. G. N., & Thewissen, S. (2018). Fair progress?: Economic mobility across generations around 

the world. World Bank Publications. 

Ngamaba, K. H., Panagioti, M., & Armitage, C. J. (2018). Income inequality and subjective well-

being: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Quality of Life Research, 27, 577-596. 

Oishi, S., & Kesebir, S. (2015). Income inequality explains why economic growth does not always 

translate to an increase in happiness. Psychological Science, 26(10), 1630–1638.  

Oishi, S., Kesebir, S., & Diener, E. (2011). Income inequality and happiness. Psychological Science, 

22(9), 1095–1100.  



OPPORTUNITIES VERSUS OUTCOMES 

 

29 

 

Ordabayeva, N., & Fernandes, D. (2017). Similarity focus and support for redistribution. Journal of 

Experimental Social Psychology, 72, 67–74.  

Oyserman, D., Coon, H. M., & Kemmelmeier, M. (2002). Rethinking individualism and collectivism: 

Evaluation of theoretical assumptions and meta-analyses. Psychological Bulletin, 128(1), 3–72.  

Persson, T., & Tabellini, G. (1994). Is inequality harmful for growth? American Economic Review, 

84(3), 600–621. 

Pickett, K. E., Kelly, S., Brunner, E., Lobstein, T., & Wilkinson, R. G. (2005). Wider income gaps, 

wider waistbands? An ecological study of obesity and income inequality. Journal of 

Epidemiology and Community Health, 59(8), 670–674.  

Pickett, K. E., & Wilkinson, R. G. (2015). Income inequality and health: A causal review. Social 

Science and Medicine, 128, 316–326.  

Piff, P. K., Kraus, M. W., & Keltner, D. (2018). Unpacking the inequality paradox: the psychological 

roots of inequality and social class. Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, 57, 53–124.  

Piff, P. K., Wiwad, D., Robinson, A. R., Aknin, L. B., Mercier, B., & Shariff, A. (2020). Shifting 

attributions for poverty motivates opposition to inequality and enhances egalitarianism. Nature 

Human Behaviour, 4(5), 496–505.  

Piketty, T. (2014). Capital in the 21st Century. 

Preacher, K. J., & Hayes, A. F. (2004). SPSS and SAS procedures for estimating indirect effects in 

simple mediation models. Behavior Research Methods, Instruments, & Computers, 36(4), 717–

731.  

Rowlingson, K., & Connor, S. (2011). The “Deserving” rich? Inequality, morality and social policy. 

Journal of Social Policy, 40(3), 437–452.  



OPPORTUNITIES VERSUS OUTCOMES 

 

30 

 

Rubin, Z., & Peplau, L. A. (1975). Who believes in a just world? Journal of Social Issues, 31(3), 65–

89. 

Saez, E., & Zucman, G. (2016). Wealth in equality in the United States since 1913: Evidence from 

capitalized income tax data. Quarterly Journal of Economics, 131(2), 519–578.  

Sommet, N., Morselli, D., & Spini, D. (2018). income inequality affects the psychological health of 

only the people facing scarcity. Psychological Science, 29(12), 1911–1921.  

Thalmayer, A. G., Toscanelli, C., & Arnett, J. J. (2021). The neglected 95% revisited: Is American 

psychology becoming less American? American Psychologist, 76(1), 116. 

Western, B., Kleykamp, M., & Rosenfeld, J. (2006). Economic inequality and the rise in U.S. 

imprisonment. Social Forces, 84(4), 2291–2301. 

Wolff, E. (2017). Household wealth trends in the United States, 1962 to 2016: Has middle class 

wealth recovered? National Bureau of Economic Research.  

Zucker, G. S., & Weiner, B. (1993). Conservatism and perceptions of poverty: An attributional 

analysis. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 23(12), 925–943.  

 

 

 

 

 


